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Ayu Utami was born in Bogor in 
1968. She received numerous 
Indonesian literature awards, 
and was also the recipient of 
Prince Claus Award Laureate 
in 2000 for her dedication to 
the improvement of Indonesian 
culture and society. During 
Indonesia's military regime, 
Ayu was a journalist and press 
freedom activist. She was one of 
the founders of The Alliance of 
Independent Journalists which 
was later banned by the military 
regime. Her first novel Saman 
(1998), published just a few days 
before Soeharto stepped down, 
was highly acclaimed by literary 
critics and became a bestseller 
as well as an icon of the spirit 
of freedom during the political 


change (Reformasi) in Indonesia. 
In Indonesia’s democratic 
political system, she sees that 
religious radicalism constitutes 
the main challenge to freedom 
of expression. Therefore, she 
focuses her works to the 
promotion of what she names 
as “critical spiritualism”. This 
concept was firstly mentioned 
in her novel Bitangan Fu (The 
Number Fu, 2008) and permeates 
all of her works ever since. Ayu is 
currently the Director of Salihara 
Literature & Ideas Festival 
(LIFEs), and the program director 
of Komunitas Utan Kayu. 
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Shakuntala 


My name is Shakuntala. 

My father and my sister call me a whore 
because I've slept with a number of men and a 
number of women (even though I’ve never asked 
them to pay). My sister and my father don’t respect 
me. I don't respect them. 
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For me to Live is to dance and dancing begins 
with the body. God gives breath on the fortieth 
day after a speck of flesh was formed by the union 
of egg and sperm, so the spirit is indebted to the 
body. 


My body dances. Because dancing is an 
endless exploration through my skin and my 
bones, with which I feel pain, hurt, chill, pleasure, 
and, one day, death. 

My body dances. It submits not to Lust but 
rather to passion. Passion that is sublime, libidinal. 
Labyrinthine. 

* 

My name Shakuntala. 

What is the difference between dreams and 
reality? 

It was 1979. My father sent me off to a strange 
new city. It was a vast place, like a jungle, so when 
I set off for school my mother always gave me two 
bread rolls. One to eat. The other to tear into little 
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pieces so I could leave a trail of bread to follow 
on my way home. I Learnt a lot from Hansel and 
Gretel.They had evil father too. 

The school I had been exiled to was housed in 
a very peculiar building surrounded by a river so 
deep that ancient fish inhabited its depth. Nobody 
knew how many of them there were; they had 
been there for hundreds of year and nobody ever 
seen a dead fish floating on the water. The fins of 
these fish gave off phosphorescent glow as they 
swam in the dark crevasses and gullies of the river. 
But when they reached the surface of the water, 
their fins would get caught on the algae, sluggish 
and black with age, rather like a forelock of hair. 
They rarely surfaced and when they did it was only 
for a second or two, Leaving a fleeting impression 
of ripples and shadow. Green water. Green moss. 

The gates of the school could be raised and 
lowered with an iron chain that was greasy with 
oil. When it was lowered the steelspiked wooden 
palings formed a bridge. When all the pupils were 
lined up ready to go in the principal would rotate 
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the Lever until the gate shut with a Loud boom that 
made your hair stand on end. Any student trying to 
escape would fall into the river, and those ancient 
creatures would devour him with more relish than 
an eel eating a fat, fresh, warm turd. 

I used to weep because I wanted to go back to 
my quiet Little town. But there was no way I could 
escape. It was impossible. 

And so I danced. 

My body danced. It twirled and writhed Like a 
flower bud cut by children from its stem and then 
set on a course in a stream. I saw them following 
me everywhere I went: children following their 
dancing flower bud from the dikes. When I had 
finished they would clap their hands. 

“Hey new kids, where are you from?” 

“I’m descended from the nymph.” 

They Laughed so hard it knocked me off my feet. 
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I am descended from the nymphs. I lived in a 
women’s compound where all the children danced. 
All around the compound were hills inhabited by 
giants: the ogre with a protruding jaw, the ogre 
with flaming hair, the green ogre, the eggplant- 
nose ogre, the carrot-nose ogre, the radish-nose 
ogre. Ferocious ogres. Buto-buto galak, solahmu 
lunjak-lunjak. They were both the enemies and the 
butt of jokes by the knights, who dismissed them 
scornfully as weird, insignificant fugitives. But I 
fell in love with one of them. 

Because the ogres would be killed as vermin 
if they set foot inside the compound, which was 
behind the knight’s quarters, I used to meet him 
secretly under the kepuh tree. We wound about 
each other like a royal serpent nagagini making 
love to a common snake. But the gardener caught 
us and told my father. He gave orders for the 
knight to capture my lover and I was exiled to this 
town. Here he would tie me to my bed at night 
and drill me in the first rules of love. These were 
his lessons: First. It is the prerogative solely of 
the male to approach the woman. A woman who 
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chases a man is a whore. Second. A woman shall 
give her body only to the right man, who shall 
support her for the rest of her life. That’s what 
is known as marriage. Later, when I had grown 
up a little, I decided that marriage was nothing 
more than a hypocritical prostitution.In this alien 
city, every day at sunset my father would give the 
orders for me to be tied to my bed. Because I was 
descended from the nymphs. But what he didn’t 
know was that each night I would learn to enjoy 
the pain. In the morning I would take pleasure in 
stretching my limbs when the chain were taken 
off. During the day I did my lessons at school. 
Mathematics, science, social science, the state 
ideology Pancasila.and handicrafts. 

The other students sneered at me and one by 
one began avoiding me. Only one girl would listen 
to what I had to say. I never knew if she believed 
what I said or just liked my stories. But she stood 
by me. Her name was Laila. She’s been my friend 
ever since. 

* 

When I was nine I was not a virgin. People 
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didn’t consider a girl who didn’t yet have breasts 
to be a virgin. But there was something I was 
keeping secret from my parents: 

When they got wind of the fact that I was 
secretly meeting an ogre, my mother revealed a 
big secret: that I was actually made of porcelain. 
Statues, plates and cups made from porcelain 
come in hues of blues, light green, even brown. 
But they mustn’t be allowed to crack, because if 
they do they will be thrown on the rubbish dump 
or used as tombstone ornaments. My mother said 
I would never crack as Long as I kept my virginity. I 
was taken aback: how could I preserve something 
I didn’t yet have? She toLd me that there were 
three openings between my legs. Don’t ever touch 
the middle one, she said, because that’s where it’s 
kept. Later I was disappointed to discover that I 
wasn’t special. All girls are the same. They might 
only be teapots, bowls, plates or soup spoons, but 
they were all made of porcelain. And as for boys? 
They were ivory: and all ivory cracks. When I grew 
up I found out that they’re also made of flesh. 
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When my parents discover that I was going out 
with an ogre from the forest, the gave me their 
second piece of advise. Virginity is a woman’s gift 
to her husband. And virginity is like a nose: once 
you lose it, it can’t be replaced. So you must never 
give it away before you get married, because then 
you will be damage goods. But the day before I 
was sent to this foreign place I made a decision. I 
would give my virginity to my Lover the ogre. 

On that last night, under a purplish moon, I crept 
out to the pavilion and tore it out with teaspoon. It 
looked like a red spider’s web. I put it in a wooden 
Jepara box and gave it to the dog. He was in fact a 
courier between me and the ogre. 

* 

I have become increasingly skeptical of the 
notion that most ogres originated from India; 
rather they boarded ships from Europe seeking 
spices in the East Indies. They had matted hair 
and sunripened skin because from the West the 
sun baked their bodies on the decks. And the salty 
air. This infidel ogres were accompanied by their 
priests, who were also infidels and ogres, and 
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in the islands of Java and Bali they met brown 
maidens dancing naked in the river. Girls and older 
women bathing and washing. In fact slim brown 
men also bathed naked in the rivers, but the eyes 
only beheld what was chosen not by the eyes. 

I could not possibly know what was in the 
minds of the ogres if I had not acquainted myself 
with one of them, who ventured deeper into the 
interior and spied on me dancing without a thread 
on my breast in a ditch by the hills. But I knew 
what was Lurking, and because of that I sat down 
on a rock. Then he emerged from the clump of 
Leaves and confronted me in amazement because I 
did not gather a cloth to cover my breasts. 

“Who are you?” he said. 

“People here bathed twice a day,” I replied. 

Then he sucked the tip of my breast, 
unendingly, and told me his story. It was the first 
time he had sailed so far east. So far that he did 
not believe he could return to the West, even as 
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the seas made you believe that the earth is round. 
In his country people thought that those in the 
East lived according to strange customs. Their 
men attached decorations to their penises, on the 
surface or within the skin. Their women, without 
shame, aroused the desire of their men and also of 
strangers, since they indulged in sex without any 
sense of taboo. Then he handed me a journal: 

In the land where our Lord is not yet known 
the races worship the lewd, they created many 
concoctions from roots in a cauldron purely for 
contemptible pleasure, erecting statues of bodily 
union, avert your gaze if you behold their women 
because they possess powers of magic, their men 
are forced to mutilate their genitals with terrifying 
objects-beads from bones as well as the furs of 
animals-to fulfil the thirst of their witches for 
incubus, because there is not a single being in 
this world who possess a penis as large as the 
devil’s, the girls bare their breasts without shame, 
suspended like two papayas, a fruit that i will 
bring back to europe for all of you. the skin of 
that fruit is sour, but is flesh is sweet, seeds like 
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nipples. (V d C, servant of our Lord who journeys, 
1632) 

I doubled up with laughter. 

“Why?” he asked. “Didn’t you possess me with 
your nakedness? And your breast are like chocolate 
milk.” 


Then he removed his trousers. Then I knew 
that the sun had baked his waist, chest and arms. 
And I told my story: 

In my country people speak of your land and 
our Land, your people and our people. We are the 
noble people of the East. You, the depraved of the 
West. Your women wear bikinis in the streets and 
have no regard for virginity. Your school children, 
boys and girls, live together out of wedlock. In my 
country sex belongs to adults through marriage 
even if they were married at the age of eleven and 
regarded as already mature. In your country people 
have sex on television. We do not have sex on 
television. We have the decent foundation of the 
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great East. Your customs of the West are not noble. 


Then I handed him a copy of the newspaper 
that I had used to wrap my panties. It reported 
on the opinions of bureaucrats about the danger 
of Western culture through films and consumer 
products. And also tourists on Kuta beach. Kompas, 
1995. 

He looked bewildered.“Where are we?” 

I said,“Aren’t we in the 20th century?” 

He was still puzzled. “This is a very strange 
place. How could I possibly be in two eras at the 
same time?” 

I said, “Time is a curious thing. How can it 
separate us from the us in the past?” 

And East-West is surely a strange concept, 
since we were discussing decency while stark 
naked. 
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My name is Shakuntala. 


Often I feel that there are two persons in me, a 
woman and a man who share a name that they’ve 
never chosen. 

I don’t recall when was the first time that I 
knew I’m a girl, exactly as we don’t recall anymore 
when was the first time we remember things. 
I suppose my father and my mother told me 
continuously-you are a girl-ever since I didn’t 
talk. How was I to argue when I didn’t talk? 

But the man-in-me appeared one day. Nobody 
told me and neither did he introduce himself, 
but I knew he was the man-in-me. He turned up 
when I was still very young. I was dancing Like 
a top. I twirled like the dancing dervish until my 
skirt ballooned like a bellflower and my genital 
a clitoria ternatea. Acceleration elevated my body 
so I rested on the tips of my toes. Light as a seed 
of mahogany. Then I flew and felt something fall 
off: him. The man in me, the man of me. He loved 
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me. He kissed me on my forehead and he didn’t go 
away. 

* 

I had a brother. He was the first child of my 
father and my mother. My parents believed that 
men tend to be rational and women tend to be 
emotional. That explained why men lead and 
women love. Men build and women maintain. Men 
make children and women give birth to them. 
My father taught my brother to use his brain to 
control the world and the body. I was never forced 
to do the same exercises because he was sure 
that I was not made for such things.‘Women were 
created from ribs. Therefore they tend to bend so 
that men should straighten them back.’ (Letter XIV, 
1266) 

This was my father’s first lesson. He quoted: 
women’s urine stinks much more than men’s urine. 
(NS, 1987). Do compare their toilets. But their 
shits smell the same. Therefore, son, the ogres can 
scent the smell from the distance. Like sharks they 
can detect the smell of a virgin like the way they 
recognize the direction of a piece of flesh. 
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This was my father’s second Lesson to his 
first son. He asked the boy to climb a palm tree. 
My brother was not yet nine. Father took him 
before a coconut tree that he had planted when 
he was young. Now the tree was fifteen meters 
high.‘A man’s place, son,’he said,‘is on the top.’ He 
pointed his fingers towards the bunch of coconuts. 
‘Before a soldier becomes a commander, he should 
become a guard in the tower. Now, my knight, take 
this coconut tree as your tower where you will 
protect your sisters from the ogres who sniff from 
the distance.’ 

My brother cried because the tree was so tall. 
‘Let the girls take care of themselves!’ he shouted. 
The wind dropped a coconut leave, causing it to 
fall off and slam onto his head. His cry intensified 
because he believed it was a sign that if he 
climbed up he would surely fall down and die. And 
he would then turn into a ghost who has only a 
head that looks like a coconut. My father raised a 
rattan stick and hit the boy’s behind, leaving marks 
of red Lines.‘Crying is for girls. Yours is courage!’ 
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‘I don’t want to turn into a ghost!’ he cried. 

‘Ghosts don’t exist. But ogres exist.’ 

His crying had not stopped when my father 
tied his hands around the tree on his back. He 
threatened the boy that he would let him stand 
there until darkness brought about the ogres and 
the giants who eat the moon. Since the moon 
won’t appear tonight those creatures would gnaw 
at a child’s flesh or suck on his soft brain. The 
gnomes would sing as they were approaching 
you. The ogre with a protruding jaw, the ogre with 
flaming hair, the green ogre, the eggplant-nose 
ogre. Ferocious ogres. Buto-buto galak, solahmu 
lunjak-lunjak. 

My brother trembled. My father softened his 
voice.‘If you yell to yourself, son, continuously,“stop 
crying, stop crying, stop crying....” then you’ll stop 
crying. If you yell to your self, “be brave, be brave, 
be brave...” then you’ll get your courage.’ 

My brother obeyed. He recited the courage 
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even though tears were still dropping from his 
eyes. Father unfastened his hands and he started 
to climb up. I heard his voice,‘be brave, be brave, 
be brave...’ until he got very high and I hardly could 
see him. Until he was covered by the swinging 
coconut Leaves. He didn’t move anymore and I was 
so scared that he might have disappeared or that 
he was actually continuing climbing an invisible 
bean tree up to the sky. Now and then the wind 
made the leaves sway. 

After some time my father asked him to climb 
down. I saw him descended slowly. But I heard 
his mantra had changed. ‘Doesn’t hurt, doesn’t 
hurt, doesn’t hurt...’ On the land I saw a gecko was 
biting his ring finger. It was bleeding. But he had 
stopped crying. 

We believed that a gecko will keep biting until 
thunder blasts. Because this was not yet rainy 
season, father took the son to the kitchen that 
smelled of ash. He put the boy’s trembling fingers 
on a wooden tray. He struck with the knife. It hit 
three millimeters from his fingertip, cutting the 
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reptile in two. No one screamed. Father smiled, full 
of satisfaction, because my brother had stopped 
crying. (Maybe he stopped crying for the rest of his 
life.) 


Since that moment he believed that the mind 
prevails over the body. Will power overcomes the 
body. 


When he reached adolescence he formed a 
new habit. At least twice a day he would exercise 
his erection. He would go to the bedroom, or to the 
bathroom, stand or lie down, and recite this:‘stand 
up, stand up, stand up...’ And he got his erection. 
In the beginning he did it with the assistance of 
his hand. But he knew that was not good enough 
while he was supposed to be a knight. In the 
second year he was able to command his penis 
only with words. The next exercise was to control 
the duration of the erection. There were three 
classes of duration: short, medium and long. 
He learned to master all classes. The advanced 
exercise was a series of weight lifting. He hanged 
a weight on his penis and added weight from 


46 


day to day. His achievement was to lift our gate 
bolt. I knew it because I liked to peep through 
the keyhole or the ventilation. He continued the 
practice until he grew up and his bodyhair darken 
and thick. 

One day, I could stand no more, I came to him 
and said,‘You’re really great! You can become a 
gigolo.’ 

‘How can you know?’ 

‘I know it because I like to peep on you.’ 

He was not angry. But maybe he also became a 
gay. 


What is the difference between illusions and 
reality? 

My mother was also called Shakuntala. She 
danced too, maybe before the sultans, or maybe in her 
solitude. She was maybe a nymph who forgot things. 

It was 1977. My brother was now eighteen. He 
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was handsome, courageous and a lot of women fell 
in love with him. He bought himself a one million 
rupiah Suzuki GT 380, several pairs of Levis- 
eighty thousands rupiah each,two pairs of Clarks- 
twenty two thousands rupiah each. I was sure that 
he got the money from the women whom he slept 
with. I never envied him even though no one ever 
gave me presents for sleeping with me. 

In accordance with his upbringing my brother 
did everything to the limit. After he finished high 
school he decided to travel around Java with 
his new motorbike. And of course he died. The 
motorbike crashed into a military truck in front of 
a military complex in Serang. His body was sent 
in a sealed coffin with a note suggested we not 
open it. And a piece of an autopsy report(?). His 
motorbike had slipped underneath the truck and 
he had forgotten to fasten his helmet. That was 
how my brother died according to their report. But 
they didn’t send back his motorbike. And maybe 
he had not paid attention to the twinkling lamp of 
the military complex. 
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My mother was crying a day and a night. She 
had opened the coffin. The day after she stopped 
crying and said,‘He didn’t die.’ 

‘How come, Mother, he’s been buried.’ 

‘He’s not dead.’ 

‘Mother, you’ve opened the coffin, haven’t you?’ 

‘He’s not dead.’ 

Finally I couldn’t stand my mother anymore. 
I told her,‘Mother, there are some facts. First, he’s 
dead. Second, in fact I’m also a boy. Third, God 
doesn’t exist.’ Enthusiastically I mentioned the 
second fact. 

My mother was stunned for a while, and then 
laughed. ‘He’s not dead. God exists. And you are a 
girl, dear. And you are pretty.’ Her smile is fuLl as a 
moon. 

I gave up. All right, mother. I won’t argue with 
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you any more if that’ll make you happy. 

What is proof for? All parents believe that their 
children are beautiful and that makes them happy. 
But it is my mother who lives in her illusions, not 
me. Because I know for sure that there is a man in 
me, and it doesn’t make me happier either. 

* 

My brother had died. My mother didn’t want to 
believe it. 

Neither would she believe that I am also a boy. 

I didn’t want to share this secret with my 
father. 

So I danced like a top one late afternoon when 
my father was not yet home. The sun was already 
down in the west and the shadow turned me into 
an adult in the east. I swirled alone, hoping that 
he would split from me so that mother could meet 
him. The man in me. The man of me. My shadow 
guided me. If I could still see it as a dark line it 
meant that I had to spin faster. And, look, my speed 
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blurred the shadow and made it look like a dusting 
of ash. But the man in me didn’t turn up. Like a 
decelerated top I lost balance and fell down onto 
the gravel. He still did not appear when the wind 
was gone. I was disappointed. It was the first time 
that the man in me hurt me. 

As time went by I knew that there’s no way to 
convince my mother. Every time I told her: Mom, 
I’m also a boy, she didn’t even ask for a proof. She 
didn’t want to take it, and it made her happy. She 
didn’t want to believe me and neither would I be 
sure that if she believed me that would make me 
happy. 


Translated into English by Pam Allen, Kirk 
Coningham and Ayu Utami 


“Shakuntala” is an excerpt taken from two connected novels Saman (1998) and Larung 
(2000). Shakuntala is a side character from those novels. 
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About Shakuntala 


This excerpt is taken from two of Ayu Utami’s sequel novels, 
Saman and Larung. Shakuntala is a female side character, whose 
name is taken from classical Indian drama by Kalidasa. Ayu makes 
her rebellious, witty, and bitter at the same time; a character 
who recreates her own personal and national history. Until now, 
Indonesia’s historiography is very much framed in an anti-colonial 
patriotism that brings along ambiguous feeling toward "the West”. 

Saman is Ayu Utami’s first novel. It won The Best Novel of Jakarta 
Arts Council (1998) and brought Ayu to receive the Prince Clause 
Award (2000). “Shakuntala” was also staged as a theatre play in 
Indonesia. 
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Thoughts and Responses on Shakuntala and Beauty Is A Wound 

By CHOU Pei-Yu 

My reading materials are mostly translated works from Europe, 
America, and Japan, as well as few original books in Chinese. 
Therefore, when I was exposed to novels from Indonesia for the 
first time, I experienced a minor shock. I suddenly realized Taiwan 
and Indonesia were close geographically, but these two places 
were far away with limited knowledge about the other side. 

The Indonesian story Beauty Is A Wound that I previously translated 
starts from Dutch and Indonesian grandparents of the prostitute 
Dewi Ayu, all the way to to her daughters and grandchildren. 
From their life story, we witness how India and Islam blended 
in with traditional cultures. We also go through the history of 
Dutch colonization, Japanese occupation, independent movement, 
and the rise and fall of communism in Indonesia. Indonesia and 
Taiwan are similar in several aspects. We were both colonized. We 
were trapped in conflicts between international forces. We search 
for local identity during the process of modernization. Through 
contrast and comparison, and in the light of the similarities and 
differences, we become aware of our own predicaments, blind 
spots,and other possibilities. 

In an sarcastic though gentle way, Beauty Is A Wound contemplates 
on intricacies over a century. The main female character calmly 
goes through life events more realistic and ridiculous than 
fantasies. This may enable us to think about sorrows and conflicts 
not so long ago from a different perspective. In contrast, Saman 
(1998) by Ayu Utami is different, in which figures are more aware 
of themselves, as well as the struggles between local and foreign 
(Western and modern) values. 

In Saman selected in this reader, Shakuntala speaks out from 
a first-person perspective. She lives in the human world with 
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unconventional (sometimes shocking) views. She is aware of 
conflicts and struggles between East and West, tradition and 
modernity, and male and female. Is she a man or a woman? Is 
she a human or a nymph? When we live in a “less advanced” 
society, is it possible to have more open thoughts than the West? 
Can we identify their blind spots? Maybe, advanced or civilized 
is just relative. Each society has its outdated traditions and its 
own winding path. It's easy to criticize others as traditional, 
conservative and close-minded. But as various aspects of culture 
are relative, when we insist on some of our choices under 
certain circumstances, it may also seem strange, avant-garde or 
conservative to others. 

Shakuntala and other characters in Saman stand between tradition 
and modernity. When Western capitalist ideas and beliefs pour in, 
they do not give up self-awareness, and they notice Western, or 
so-called modern society, may not be superior. However, the price 
they pay for the awareness is to doubt themselves, and do not fit 
into the society. To pursue progress, Eastern societies sometimes 
disconnect from their roots, and distance from old values. It may 
reflect a shift in power, but it may also be a result of humanity. We 
tend to separate ourselves from tradition, and expect everything 
in the future will not be tainted by the past. It’s a brave move, but 
it’s also an escape. Social and cultural transition processes are 
often bumpy with challenging issues, which require long-term 
engagements of many generations. During modernization process, 
attempts and reflections about various issues may be more 
important than a certain ideal state. 

History has told us that ideas and systems must adapt to people 
and circumstances. We cannot reach the most ideal state by 
merely copying practices of other societies,which is the result of 
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their long-term attempts. When Shakuntala and other characters 
experience differences between east and west, they continue 
to reflect and criticize. Their reactions remind us that so-called 
advanced or foreign ideas can stimulate traditional and local 
values to evolve after self-reflections. However, we should never 
give away self-awareness or values, which are fundamental. 

Besides conflicts between east and west, traditional and modern, 
and conservative and open, Ayu Utami also deals with gender 
issues in her work, covering desire and power of both sexes. In 
traditional and stereotypical stories, men go on adventures and 
move the plot forward, while women wait and fix the gaps caused 
by changes by men. Men direct, and women passively accept. It’s 
different in Beauty Is A Wound or Saman. Many twists and changes 
are led by the women. They save the men, provide insights, and 
point out directions that men have never thought of. 

Shakuntala and another character, Saman, explore the relationship 
between desire and power. Even though Saman isn’t in the 
excerpted reader, I would like to talk about this character. He 
proposes a possible way for men to respond to changing gender 
relationship. Rather than weakly resisting collective accusations 
that men oppress women, Saman proactively attempts to think 
about predicaments on both sides, and what potential issues are 
within traditional power relationship between two sexes. 

When he was young, Saman witnessed a mysterious relationship 
between his mother and an invisible man. Through this unusual 
experience, he becomes aware that women have personal desires 
and dreams besides family responsibilities, even though unfit to 
the reality. Desires are within both men and women, but women 
are more often restrained. While violating traditional values, 
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women are condemned more severely, such as Eve that seduced 
Adam. When Saman’s mother is trapped in family, the other man 
can easily disappear, as he is, from the start, invisible and not an 
object of blame. When Saman interacts with an intellectually- 
challenged girl in the countryside, he realizes that even the giving 
side has to think about the will of the other side. Else an object of 
love is still an object, not allowed to have self-awareness or the 
right to refuse. Even if the intention is noble, free will should not 
be denied. 

Shakuntala and her relationship with parents is an interesting 
aspect. She is disappointed to them due to oppressions from her 
father and rejection and denial by her mother. She sees them as 
foes. This rebellious attitude has another side, revealing parents 
as both our roots and our projections. In this light, the parents- 
children conflicts may signify the anxiety under social pressure to 
fundamentally deny personal qualities. 

Shakuntala not only has female self-awareness, but also 
awareness of her masculine qualities. And men also have some 
feminine qualities. When we are aware that traditional values 
try to deny and deprive unconventional aspects of us, we may 
understand more about how conventions dominate both men and 
women.The line between genders can be blurred, and roles can be 
overturned. Men can also be passive, directed and desired, while 
women can drive the story forward, inspire men, or even oppress 
others. As the weak free themselves from oppression, they need to 
connect with their roots and continue to self-reflect,so as not to 
become the new oppressors. 
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CHOU Pei-Yu, after obtaining a master’s degree in forestry, she followed her heart and 
became a translator. To her, translation is like magic that connects people in different 
culture, and deciphers what’s between the lines. 
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Leonard CHIEN, an English-Chinese translator and interpreter since 2007. 
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Emily Shin-Jie LEE (English Editor) graduated from the Department of Anthropology, 
National Taiwan University. She currently lives in Taipei where she works in Arts 
Management. She has served as a translator and interpreter for international film 
festivals in Taiwan as well a coordinator for various art events. She continues to apply 
anthropological techniques as a participant observer in the contemporary image and 
visual arts scene. 
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Southeast Asian Literature in Taiwan is a literature project starting from 23.5 degrees North 
latitude where Taiwan is located, and navigates towards the equator. The project includes 
work translation and direct interaction with Southeast Asian writers in Taiwan through four 
thematic events - "TALKS”,“READING GROUP” “WORKSHOP”, and “FORUM”. Using these events 
as catalysts and spaces for cultural interaction, we aspire to build mutual understanding and 
communication with other Southeast Asian countries. 
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In order to proceed the “Southeast Asian Literature Forum in Taiwan” from the basis of 
text, we collaborate with the Southeast Asian writers by selecting and translating their 
representative works into Chinese. These translated works are made into small booklets 
with their original version included, allowing easier reading and discussion for those 
interested in Southeast Asian literature. 
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